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Holding the center
The German chancellor refuses to  

become a lame duck

BY LUTZ LICHTENBERGERBY THEO SOMMER

In December Angela Merkel gave 
up her post as head of her party, 
the center-right Christian Demo-

cratic Union, a far more important 
post in German politics than, say, the 
Democratic or Republican National 
Committee chair in the US. Her gov-
erning coalition of the CDU/CSU 
and the Social Democrats has run 
its course after six years – with offi-
cially two more to go. There has been 
a brew of simmering unhappiness in 
both parties despite a mostly solid 
working relationship. In the EU elec-
tions in May, both suffered dramatic 
losses, with Merkel’s party dropping 
below 30 percent. The CDU lost 
votes to the far-right Alternative for 
Germany (AfD) and to the center-left 
Greens. 

Merkel has been Germany’s chancel-
lor for 14 years. Her subdued style of 
government has seemingly gone out of 
fashion in our Twitter-frenzied times. 
Throughout all her 
years at Germany’s 
helm, the physi-
cist by training 
has stuck to her 
patented mode of 
quiet negotiation, 
piecemeal policy 
engineering and 
clinical compro-
mise.

Merkel is pleas-
antly free of both 
strong ideological 
predisposition and 
blistering vanity. In 2015, she put all 
her political capital on the line to let 
close to one million refugees having 
fled war and poverty, mostly from 
Syria, Iran and a handful of African 
countries, cross into Germany. It was 
a move both bold and humane – and 
the ripple effects it caused in German 
society continue to reverberate to this 
day. It has earned Merkel both praise 
and scorn internationally. The jury is 
still out as to Germany’s success at 
integrating the new arrivals. 

Incidentally, during the worst back-
lash against her policy, which spurred 
the rise of the AfD, Merkel changed 
course. Immigration restrictions were 
tightened again while the deporta-
tions of rejected applicants for asylum 
were untethered from red tape. The 
EU-Turkey deal of 2016, capping the 
number of refugees entering the Euro-
pean Union through Turkey, was her 
brainchild and only passed by dint 
of her deft legislative acumen. Yet a 

broader perspective reveals she didn’t 
actually abandon her initial stance, but 
rather counterbalanced it. 

A similar pattern can be discerned 
in two other major storylines of her 
chancellorship. After the Fukushima 
nuclear disaster, Merkel set faster 
target dates for the phase-out of 
nuclear power and laid out ambitious 
plans for the so-called Energiewende, a 
green-energy transformation. Often 
enough, however, Germany blocked 
initiatives in the EU to reduce emis-
sions, protecting the interests of the 
big automakers who still wanted to 
sell their luxurious gas-guzzlers; and 
the phase-out of coal was postponed 
to 2038.  

During the EU financial crisis – the 
most important story of the chan-
cellor’s earlier years ¬– she became 
known as “Madame Non” for her insis-
tence on financial austerity. Repeat-
edly she allowed Greece to come close 
to having to leave the eurozone. In the 
end, however, Greece was bailed out 
with Germany absorbing a significant 

chunk of the cost.
C h a n c e l l o r 

Merkel’s oppo-
nents can be 
divided into two 
camps. One camp 
thinks that she 
does too much – 
the other blames 
her for not doing 
enough. After 
giving up her party 
post, she barely 
campaigned in the 
run-up to the EU 

elections. Contrary to their expecta-
tions, the Christian Democrats lost 
far more votes to the liberal and 
eco-friendly Greens than to the AfD, 
whose base consists of many former 
CDU-voters repelled by Merkel’s sup-
posedly left-leaning course. 

And yet, despite all the reports her-
alding the imminent end of the chan-
cellor’s reign, there is a third camp 
of Germans with strong and positive 
opinions of her: She still enjoys the 
highest approval rating of any politi-
cian in the country. And indeed, after 
each media outlet had penned her 
political obituary earlier in the year, 
Merkel soldiered on undeterred, a true 
dealmaker at home and on the interna-
tional stage, never quite “winning,” but 
certainly not losing either. To put it in 
more prosaic, Merkelian terms, she has 
simply continued her quest for work-
able solutions.

She will be missed the second she’s 
gone.
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Saving the bond
The trans-Atlantic relationship  
must start again from scratch

We will be back” – that 
was the comforting mes-
sage Joe Biden had for 

the Europeans just four months ago. 
Speaking at the Munich Security 
Conference, the former US vice pres-
ident and current Democratic front-
runner in the incipient 2020 electoral 
campaign, sought to reassure US 
allies that after Donald Trump, the 
trans-Atlantic estrangement caused 
by his America First policies would 
quickly be overcome, and the previ-
ous consensus re-established as a 
matter of course. “The America I see 
does not want to turn our back on 
the world or our allies. Don’t have 
any doubt about that.”

Since Munich, the doubts have 
grown, and the hope fed by Biden has 
vanished in many European quarters. 
At best, many experts feel that one can 
expect a new administration to rescind 
the tariffs on steel and aluminum, and 
to rejoin the Paris 
climate accord and 
the nuclear deal 
with Iran. But the 
old narrative will 
be hard to revital-
ize.

Trump has cer-
tainly done his 
best to create this 
impression. His 
foreign policy 
centers no longer 
on the pursuit of 
broader interests 
and ideas. In fact, it increasingly boils 
down to tariff tiffs. Sylvie Kaufmann 
of the French daily Le Monde put it 
in a nutshell: “The former New York 
real estate king is spreading fear and 
horror no longer with the number of 
nuclear warheads, but with a frighten-
ing arsenal of economic sanctions and 
tariffs.”

World War II was decided by huge 
tank battles. Potential future wars 
between great powers will likely be 
conducted in cyberspace; already they 
are planting digital mines in each oth-
er’s power grids. For the time being, 
the US president is engaged in a ram-
pant trade and tariff war. His battle-
field is the global commercial system.

Small wonder that the term “wea-
ponization of trade” dominates the 
international discussion these days. 
“Weapons of mass disruption” The 
Economist titled a cover story a few 
weeks ago. It was illustrated by a bomb 
tipped with Trump’s face roaring 

downward. Four terms were stenciled 
on its side: TARIFFS, TECH BLACK-
LISTS, FINANCIAL ISOLATION, 
SANCTIONS.

These are the weapons Trump 
employs without distinguishing 
between friend and foe. Whoever 
makes a surplus trading with the 
United States is automatically an 
adversary. And Trump uses tariff and 
tech sanctions indiscriminately not 
only to achieve trade concessions, 
but also to put through political out-
comes. As 88 percent of world trade is 
transacted in dollars, he has enormous 
leverage. The results, however, are 
minimal. Fred Kempe of the Atlantic 
Council has pointed out the unfortu-
nate truth “that tariffs are insufficient 
at best and counterproductive at worst 
in achieving non-trade outcomes.” 
And Trump’s weaponization of trade 
can’t but rile up America’s friends and 
allies.

Yet it is not only the bullying from 
Washington and the president’s 
nationalist, protectionist and popu-

list instincts that 
worry the Euro-
peans. The real-
ization is dawning 
on them that even 
after the end of the 
Trump presidency 
– which might not 
come before Janu-
ary 2025 – things 
won’t be the same 
again. The US is 
decoupling from 
its 70-year-old 
partnership with 

Europe. 
François Delattre, consecutively 

French ambassador to the United 
States and to the United Nations 
during the past ten years, who will 
assume the post of Secretary General 
at the Quai d’Orsay on July 1, wrote 
in a farewell article in The New York 
Times: “America’s disengagement 
started before the current administra-
tion. I believe it is here to stay.” He 
discerns a “Jacksonian impulse” as the 
dominant trend in US foreign policy 
– “a strange mix of unilateralism and 
isolationism” pursued by President 
Andrew Jackson in the 1830s. 

In the same vein, Alain Frachon 
editorialized in Le Monde about the 
coming “Atlantic disalliance,” posing 
the disquieting question: “For how 
long will America remain our strate-
gic partner?” His witness is the former 
US diplomat Tony Corn, who argues 
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great powers 
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They set out to help refugees in danger 
of dying on the open sea – and were 
misled, blocked and even arrested.  
Peter H. Koepf tells the story of a group 
of German men and women, their self-
funded rescue boat in the Mediterranean 
and their struggle with Italian authorities 
(pages 20–21).

Germany is reeling from the assassina-
tion of a government official by a neo- 
Nazi with close ties to a right-wing net-
work (page 4). The national debate on 
democratic socialism was initiated not by 
an old Bernie but by a young Kevin, and 
its underpinnings speak to fundamen-
tal questions about the world economy 
(page 9). Meanwhile, the economic order 
is being shaken by China’s forays into 
the former Soviet republics (page 16) and 
the US president’s erratic trade policies 
(page 11).

Have some fun probing the peculiar re-
lationship between Germans and their 
dogs in the latest chapter of our series 
about the Krauts and their peculiarities: 
“Zee Germans” (page 18).

In The Berlin Times section (pages 22–
24), read about the capital’s attempts 
to alleviate the homelessness problem, 
nifty vegan food trends and a fierce  
debate about the political undertones of 
Charlottenburg’s Walter-Benjamin-Platz.
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that the spirit of Alexander Ham-
ilton is enjoying a resurgence in 
the United States. Hamilton, one 
of the US founding fathers, co-
author of the constitution and the 
first secretary of the treasury, was 
a mercantilist and, like George 
Washington and Thomas Jeffer-
son, an opponent of “entangling 
alliances.” According to Corn, 
America’s elites feel that main-
taining the liberal world order has 
reached the threshold of dimin-
ishing utility. “Americans are 
exhausted by the global leadership 
role,” concurs New York Times col-
umnist David Brooks. He quotes 
two studies; according to the first, 
20 percent of those surveyed were 
traditional internationalists, while 
the second found only 9.5 percent. 
In Brooks’ view, Donald Trump is 
the exponent of a fundamentally 
changed mood, attitude and for-
eign policy stance: No more con-
straints by rules and allies. 

This analysis chimes with the 
view Sigmar Gabriel, German 
foreign minister from 2017–
2018, articulated in his recent 
book Zeitenwende in der Welt-
politik. “Regarding US policy,” 
he argues, “we have been rely-
ing on something we thought 
would eternally endure. But the 
pendulum won’t simply swing 
back…. We have to make Europe 
a global actor. This also calls for 
an enhanced capability to act 
militarily. In a world full of fiends 
and carnivores, a political veg-
etarian won’t be taken seriously.”

He has a point there, a sore 
point. As Alina Polyakova and 
Benjamin Haddad have under-
scored in Foreign Affairs, the cur-
rent crisis in the trans-Atlantic 
relationship isn’t merely the 
result of a White House hostile 
to Europe; it is first and foremost 
the consequence of the power 
asymmetry between the United 

States and Europe. The EU is 
an economic titan, yet its lacks 
Weltmachtfähigkeit – the capac-
ity to act decisively in the global 
arena. The rise of China is one 
reason why America is primar-
ily looking to the Pacific, no 
longer to the Atlantic. Leader-
ship fatigue is another. But it is 
Europe’s weakness, indecision 
and internal discord that makes 
decoupling an option free of 
cost. 

The realization that Europe 
is no longer America’s priority, 
that the US defense umbrella has 
become leaky and Washington’s 
trade policy vexatiously selfish 
has shocked the Europeans into 
a bout of self-inspection. With 
friends like these, who needs 
enemies, European Council 
President Donald Tusk said last 
fall. Trump “has made us realize 
that if you need a helping hand, 
you will find one at the end of 

your arm.” Meaning, Europe is 
more or less on its own – a feel-
ing German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel had likewise given vent 
to in a Bavarian beer tent.

The question is what Europe, 
wracked by Brexit, Franco-
German incompatibilities, East 
European orneriness and popu-
list afflictions everywhere, can 
do to manage the transition from 
a playground of other powers to 
a self-confident and self-reli-
ant global actor. It will have to 
deepen its financial and social 
union, lest increasing inequal-
ity amongst member countries 
lead to further, perhaps fatal dis-
ruption. Carving out a greater 
role for the euro must secure 
Europe’s financial sovereignty. 
Moreover, the Brussels commu-
nity must enhance the dynamism 
and the innovatory power of its 
economies, if it does not want 
to be crushed between the US 

and China. Rising and multiply-
ing security challenges necessi-
tate building up the EU’s mili-
tary muscle by making planning 
and procurement more Euro-
pean, more connected and more 
capable. And in foreign policy, 
the EU must learn to speak with 
one voice if it wants to have any 
impact at all on international 
relations.

None of this will be easy; all of 
it will take time. But first steps 
have been taken. More is bound 
to follow, once the EU’s new 
leadership has settled in.

Norbert Röttgen (CDU), the 
chairman of the Foreign Affairs 
Committee in the Bundestag, 
shares this assessment. “The 
repercussions of Trump’s tenure 
will outlast his term of office, and 
the United States will be a dif-
ferent country for it,” he writes. 
“To save the trans-Atlantic alli-
ance, both sides must make a 

significant effort. The United 
States needs to understand that 
to blame and threaten allies 
while withdrawing from multi-
lateral agreements provides no 
basis for cooperation and trust. 
Europe, for its part, needs to 
develop a common foreign and 
security policy, and that will, at 
the very least, require real invest-
ments in its defense capabilities. 
If both sides do their part, the 
relationship could emerge from 
the current crisis more balanced 
and therefore stronger.”

It will be the task of American 
and European statecraft in the 
next few years to build a new 
relationship in a rapidly changing 
world order. We must all hope our 
leaders, our political elites and our 
voters are up to the task. 

Andreas Zumach is a Geneva-
based journalist for the Berlin 
daily taz.

BY ANDREAS ZUMACH

Theo Sommer is executive 
editor of The German Times.
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Washington’s hawks seem to be doing all 
they can to provoke Iran into a conflict

During the critical final 
phase of the negotia-
tions over the nuclear 

deal with Iran in March 2015, 
John Bolton published an opinion 
piece in The New York Times titled 
“To Stop Iran’s Bomb, Bomb 
Iran.” 

When President Donald Trump 
named Bolton his new national 
security advisor in March 2018, 
the next day’s The New York Times 
editorial column included the fol-
lowing passage:

“The good thing about John 
Bolton … is that he says what he 
thinks. The bad thing is what 
he thinks. There are few people 
more likely than Mr. Bolton is to 
lead the country into war.” 

Is this bleak fear now becoming 
a reality?

At the very least, the danger of 
war between the US and Iran – 
with the potential participation of 
Saudi Arabia and Israel – is greater 
than at any time since 1979, when 
the Islamic revolution deposed 
the pro-American shah and the 
revolutionary students occupied 
the US embassy in Tehran for over 
a year. The attacks on six oil tank-
ers in the Persian Gulf since mid-
April – the exact circumstances 
and perpetrators of which are still 
unclear – as well as the mid-June 

downing of a US drone flying 
extremely near or, in fact, in Ira-
nian air space provide a preview 
of how such a war might begin. 

Since the Trump administra-
tion’s unilateral withdrawal from 
the nuclear deal in May last year, 
it has been waging an economic 
war with increasingly harsh sanc-
tions against Tehran as well as 
illegal secondary sanctions to 
force foreign companies and 
third-country nationals to aban-
don trading with Iran. The effects 
on the Iranian population have 
been devastating. 

Iran’s comparatively moder-
ate president, Hassan Rouhani, 
is facing ever-increasing pres-
sure from two sides. While the 
younger generations welcome 
reform and hope that the nuclear 
deal will improve the country’s 
economic situation, as well as 
their own outlook on life, the 
hardliners in Tehran have always 
been against the deal and now 
feel vindicated by the Trump 
administration’s bad-faith with-
drawal.

It is quite possible that Tehran 
could soon undergo regime 
change. However, the shift would 
not be towards a more demo-
cratic government with a greater 
appreciation of human rights, as 
Bolton and other anti-Iran ideo-
logues in Washington are said 
to be angling for. ¬The result of 

either the demise of Rouhani or, 
at the latest, the next presiden-
tial election in 2021 would rather 
be a victory for the hardliners in 
Tehran.

All signs point to further, seem-
ingly unavoidable escalation, as 
the three European parties to the 
nuclear deal – France, the UK and 
Germany – have, besides offering 
up empty rhetoric, done nothing 
effective to enable Iran to continue 
selling oil or to maintain access to 
the international financial system. 
Fear of US sanctions has pre-
vented the Europeans from even 
ensuring that Iran can purchase 
medicine and other humanitarian 
goods that are critical to survival. 

Meanwhile, China, Russia and 
India have demonstrated how 
US sanctions can be circum-
vented. But this alone cannot suf-
fice to keep the Iranian side in 
full compliance with the treaty. 
Iran’s announcement that at the 
beginning of July it would resume 
enriching uranium beyond 
the level of purity required for 
energy production and beyond 
the 3.67-percent cap permitted 
by the treaty could be followed 
by further breaches of the agree-
ment as a way of exerting pres-
sure on the Europeans. 

Berlin, London and Paris have 
made it expressly clear that such 
violations would make Tehran, 
not Washington, responsible for 
the collapse of the agreement. 
But would they join an alliance 
to carry out military strikes, an 
eventuality that President Trump 
has said is still “on the table”?

The memory of the war of 
aggression carried out by the US 
and the UK in violation of inter-
national law is painfully fresh. 
The Iraq war and its catastrophic 
humanitarian consequences have 
cost more than one million Iraqi 
lives. The war and the subsequent 
eight-year occupation of Iraq by 
the US created a fertile ground 
for the proliferation of the terror-
ist organization known as Islamic 
State (IS). A war with Iran would 
most likely have even more dev-

astating effects ¬ for Iranians, for 
their neighbors across the entire 
Middle East and for the rest of 
the world. 

How Russia and China would 
react in the case of a military 
escalation of the conflict between 
the US and Iran is hard to predict. 
The only certainty is that the two 
UN Security Council veto powers 
will reject any US resolution to 
request international legitimation 
for military action against Iran. 

Russia and China have con-
siderable interests in Iran. For 
Russia, Iran is an important sales 
market for industrial goods in the 
fields of energy production, civil 
aviation and railway transpor-
tation, for arms and for nuclear 
technology; Russia built the Bush-
ehr nuclear power plant in south-
west Iran. The two countries also 
have identical interests in keeping 
the world oil market open. Their 
cooperation in military and nuclear 
matters is proving to have strategic 
significance. 

While military cooperation 
between Moscow and Tehran in 
the Syrian conflict has been limited, 
their interventions using aircraft 
and ground troops have ensured, at 
least for the time being, the politi-
cal survival of Bashar al-Assad’s 
regime. Since the Islamic Revolu-
tion in 1979, Russia has been the 
first country to be granted the right 
to use an Iranian air base – Noje, in 

the western province of Hamadan – 
for strikes against IS in Syria.  

A planned tripartite meeting 
between top Russian, US and 
Israeli security experts in Jerusa-
lem at the end of June has nour-
ished speculation that a potential 
deal might be in the works. It is 
said that Iran will terminate its mili-
tary presence in Syria in return for 
the US and Israel recognizing the 
Assad regime. It looks to be a very 
tall order.

In recent years, Russia has pro-
vided Iran with a S-300 surface-
to-air missile system. This will 
give Tehran additional defensive 
weapons as well as reconnaissance 
capabilities in the event of possible 
air strikes or missile attacks by the 
US. The delivery of offensive weap-
onry that Iran could use to attack 
US ships or military bases in the 
Gulf region appears for now to be 
off the table, as would be direct 
military intervention by Russia in 
a possible war between Iran and 
the US.

The same goes for China. Beijing 
is above all interested in reliable 
deliveries of oil and natural gas. Iran 
is also poised to become an impor-
tant transit country for China’s 
One Belt, One Road initiative.

The next war

The memory 
of the war of 
aggression 
carried out  
by the US  
and the UK  
in violation of 
international 
law is painfully 
fresh

Marching into another war? Members of the Mujahedeen-e-Khalq, an Iranian opposition group, marched in Washington D.C. on June 21, advocating for regime  
change in Tehran. National Security Advisor John Bolton and President Trump’s personal lawyer, Rudy Giuliani, have voiced support for the controversial group.
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